In a recent study, Taxis et al.
threatened by a predator, male Thomas langurs (Presbytis thomasi) do not stop producing alarm calls until every single other group member has responded with at least one alarm call. Males thus seem to monitor the calling behaviour of each group member and keep track of who has and who has not responded with alarm calls.
Alarm calls have attracted the attention of comparative psychologists, particularly those interested in the origins of language and semantic signalling [3] . The classic example is the vervet monkey alarm call system, in which individuals produce acoustically distinct vocalisations to several predators such as eagles, leopards or pythons. When monkeys hear another's alarm calls to a python, for instance, they respond by scanning the surrounding area for the snake they assume is present [4] . Another example is the West African Diana monkey, which produces one type of alarm call when encountering a leopard, and another one when faced with an eagle [5] . Most importantly, these calls indicate the biological class of the predator and are not simple responses to situational circumstances or perceived threat [6] .
In primates, the ontogenetic process leading to the production of acoustically different call types is probably under strong genetic control. Infant vervet monkeys give eagle-like alarm calls to numerous flying objects, including storks and falling leaves. Only with experience do they learn to restrict call use to genuinely dangerous raptors [7] . It appears that primates innately conceptualise the world along particular criteria, and respond with species-specific vocal signals to them. Some researchers have thus questioned the relevance of primate alarm calls for understanding language evolution and human cognition [8] .
How could genetically determined vocal behaviour be relevant for understanding the origins of language, a system based on arbitrary and socially learned vocal utterances?
The meaning of a term, it has been argued, is nothing more than its use [9] These findings were interpreted as evidence of the males' ability to keep track and remember which group members had and had not given alarm calls. These sorts of data have not been reported from the wild before, and the implications concerning the mental representations potentially involved are simply spectacular. Exceptional claims require exceptional evidence, and Wich and de Vries [2] were careful in addressing a number of alternative explanations. First, readers were assured that it was possible to determine, with confidence, which group members had already produced alarm calls at any given time. Second, the authors ruled out the most obvious alternative explanation: that the data were a mere artefact of males simply responding to other group members' alarm calls. If all individuals eventually gave alarm calls, the outcome would have been the same. This was not the case, the authors argued, because males sometimes stopped calling before other group members produced their last call.
Although the new paper [2] is convincing as it stands, experimental evidence will eventually be required to further establish the idea that males actively monitor and manoeuvre the calling behaviour of others. The most straightforward way of testing this would be to assess the effects of experimentally introduced alarm calls on the males' own calling behaviour. If they authors are right, then experimental calls of previously silent individuals should have the power to terminate the male's calling behaviour within a few minutes, while calls of individuals that had already called before should have no effect, regardless of numbers and quality. The patterns of alarm calling behaviour in all-male groups are of some interest, as is the calling behaviour of the group's male in cases when an individual is temporarily removed from the group. Will males simply call on forever?
Wich and de Vries [2] offer some explanations for the function of this extraordinary behaviour. Males play a crucial role as sentinels, immediately producing alarm calls to any disturbance, to which other group members respond with climbing into the trees. The best response to tigers is to remain off the ground because they are unable to pursue monkeys through the canopy. Hence, the males' primary objective may be to keep others from descending to the ground. Producing alarm calls until every other group member has done the same ensures the male that everyone is aware of the danger. Whether or not this is based on an abstract understanding of other's knowledge cannot be answered with the data, but the system certainly has the potential to address this crucial question.
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The ability to respond to signals in the environment is important for cell survival. Cells must be able to recognize these signals and react with internal alterations. One of the most drastic changes made in response to an environmental cue is the differentiation of a cell. In a recent study, Taxis et al.
[3] explored how spore number is controlled by cues from the external environment -how a graded stimulus (amount of nutrient present) can result in an irreversible cell-fate decision of the number of spores formed. They found that nutrient availability influenced the levels of proteins needed to start spore formation. Experiments and computer simulations showed how graded changes in the levels of these proteins were translated into a discrete decision, the number of spores to form, through a self-organizing system. Their experiments support the intriguing hypothesis that spore number is controlled to produce the maximum number of spores able to mate with one another if needed.
Spore number can be controlled in the initial steps of spore formation [1] . At the second meiotic division, spore formation begins with an alteration of the spindle pole body (SPB), the yeast equivalent of the microtubule organizing center (Figure 1) . The outer plaque of the SPB acquires sporulation-specific proteins to form a structure known as the meiotic plaque, which acts as a scaffold. Vesicles attach to the meiotic plaque and ultimately form a prospore membrane that encompasses the haploid nucleus. Taxis et al. [3] show that the regulation of spore number is based on the amount of protein available to form the meiotic plaque, which in turn is regulated by the amount of nutrients in the external environment. The normal production of three essential components of the meiotic plaque leads to more asci containing four spores, or tetrads. But, if the levels of the components are lowered by decreasing the amount of the nonfermentable carbon source or by altering protein expression, more two spore asci or dyads are formed.
The assembly of the meiotic plaques seems to be an ordered process: meiotic plaque formation starts on the younger SPBs, those produced by duplication of the older SPBs during the second meiotic cycle [ 3,4] (Figure 1) . If two meiotic plaques are built, as is the case for a dyad, then 96%
